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MESSAGE 

FROM 

THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES, 

IN ANSWER TO 

A resolution of the Senate, respecting a fort or forts on Ship Island, on 
the coast of Mississippi. 

December 10, 1845. 
Read, ordered to be printed, and referred to the Committee on Military Affairs. 

To the Senate of the United Stales: 

I transmit herewith a report of the Secretary of War, in answer to a res¬ 
olution of the Senate of the 4th inst., calling for information, “with respect 
to the practicability and utility of a fort or forts on Ship island, on the coast 
of Mississippi, with a view to the protection of said coast.” 

JAMES K. POLK. 
Washington, December 10, 1845. 

War Department, December 9, 1845. 
Sir: In answer to a resolution of the Senate of the United States, of 

the 4th instant, requesting the President “to cause to be communicated to 
the Senate, at as early a day as practicable, such information as he may 
possess or may speedily obtain with respect to the practicability and utility 
of a fort or forts on Ship island, on the coast of Mississippi, with a view 
to the protection of said coast,” 1 respectfully transmit herewith a copy of 
the report of the Chief Engineer, to whom it had been referred, containing 
the best information that can now be furnished by this department, in re¬ 
lation to the subjects embraced in the resolution. 

A board of engineer officers is now engaged, under the orders of this 
department, in examining the gulf coast west of the Mississippi, with a 
view to a more perfect knowledge of the points requiring further defences. 
On their return to New Orleans, the board will be directed to a further ex¬ 
amination of the coast of the State of Mississippi, the result of which I 
®ay have the honor to submit to you before the close of the present session 
of Congress. 

Very respectfully, 
W. L. MARCY. 

To the President of the United States. 
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Engineer Department. 
Washington, December S, 1845. 

Sir : I have the honor to acknowledge the reference to this office of a 
resolution of the Senate of the 4th inst., calling for such information as 
may now be in possession of the government, or may be speedily obtained, 
“with respect to the practicability and utility ofa fort or forts on Ship island, 
on the coast of Mississippi. ” 

In the views heretofore taken of this portion of the gulf coast, as con¬ 
nected with a system of defence, it has been supposed that military works 
alone would not suffice, and that reliance must, to a considerable extent, 
be placed on steam batteries. This remark applies to the whole coast be¬ 
tween Mobile bay and the western part of lake Borgne, including, of coarse, 
Ship island, specified in the resolution. 

The objects of an enemy, in approaching this shore, would be one of the 
following: 

1st. To profit by one of the harbors offered by the numerous islands off 
this coast as a point of concentration of his forces, whence to detach a 
squadron of smaller vessels and boats against New Orleans in one direction, 
or Mobile (possibly Pensacola) in the other. 

2d. To intercept all water communication between these and other 
places—a communication which, in time of war, might be of great import¬ 
ance. 

Having established himself here, an enemy would, no doubt, depredate 
upon the neighboring shores ; but that purpose alone would not, probably, 
induce him to attack the coast. 

It is a question whether the first object could be prevented by the erection 
of forts upon any one, or even upon several, of the islands which go to 
form these convenient points of rendezvous; and if such prevention be 
possible, it is a question whether a less expenditure, at points nearer the 
respective places, might not better secure them. 

It is also a question whether, considering the wide spaces separating 
these islands, the accomplishment of the second object can be prevented by 
forts alone. The distance from Ship island to Cat island, for example, is 
about 5 miles ; and for 4| miles there is depth for steamers. The distance 
from Cat Island across the passage lying to the southwest is upwards of 3 
miles. From Ship to Horn island the distance is not less than 6 miles, in 
which space there are several channels for steamers, although it is probable 
the intervening shoals and sand pits may afford positions where they can 
be controlled. Other channels are also quite wide. 

While all the means that Congress could afford for the prosecution of 
the system of defence in the gulf of Mexico have been indispensable to 
the completion of works immediately covering the more vital points, name¬ 
ly, the city of New Orleans, the bay of Mobile, and the navy yard of Pensa¬ 
cola, the questions above stated, and other similar ones, were unavoidably 
postponed. The present advanced state of these defensive works, howev¬ 
er, will now permit, and the present call of the Senate requires, that all j 
important information should be obtained. I have accordingly instructed | 
board of engineer officers to enter upon the necessary examination of the 
seacoast of the State of Mississippi, the moment of their return from the 
coast of Texas, on which they are now engaged. The partial information 
as yet existing as to the localities will be transmitted for their assistance, 
to which they must add what is deficient, by personal inspection. Then 
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instructions require them to specify, not only the fortifications they may 
deem necessary, but also the naval means that in their judgment will be 
required to complete this plan of defence. 

1 have called for their report at the earliest day practicable, and shall sub¬ 
mit it as soon as received. 

The resolution of the Senate is herewith returned. 
I have the honor to be. very respectfully, your most obedient, 

JOS. G. TOTTEN, 
Col. and Chief Engineer. 

Hon. W. L. Marcy, 
Secretary of War. 
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